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Assessing the Success of Library Published Journals
by Emma Molls  (Publishing Services Librarian, University of Minnesota)  <emolls@umn.edu>
Abstract
In 2015, the University of Minnesota 
(UMN) Libraries launched a publishing 
program.  Following in the footsteps of earli-
er library publishing initiatives, the program 
seeks to serve campus by providing an afford-
able venue for publishing quality open access 
journals and other openly accessible formats. 
However, given UMN Libraries Publishing’s 
diverse portfolio and its non-traditional busi-
ness model, assessing the program’s success 
required innovative thinking that did not de-
pend on sales figures or disciplinary-specific 
metrics.  This paper will discuss UMN Librar-
ies Publishing’s development of journal-level 
goals to assess publication-level success and, in 
turn, assess the success of a library publishing 
program.  The paper will present examples of 
journal goals, templates for editorial boards, 
and timelines for publishing workflows related 
to assessment.
We’re Here, Now What?
In many ways, the University of Minneso-
ta Libraries was late to the library publishing 
party.  University of Michigan Libraries and 
University of Pittsburgh Library, arguably 
two of the most robust library publishers, 
launched publishing initiatives in 2001 and 
1999,1 respectively.  Prior to 2015, University 
of Minnesota Libraries was able to serve 
campus publishing and publishing-adjacent 
needs through other existing library services, 
including the institutional repository (launched 
in 2007) and digital project assistance offered 
through the web development department. 
After a sharp increase in consultations from 
on-campus, faculty-led journals, the Universi-
ty of Minnesota (UMN) Libraries launched a 
publishing program in 2015, built heavily off of 
the experiences and direction of long-standing 
library publishing programs at peer institutions. 
After four years, UMN Libraries Publishing 
now offers in-depth publishing consultations 
and open access journal, monograph, and text-
book publishing services to campus-affiliates 
and scholarly societies.
The University of Minnesota Libraries 
deliberately and thoughtfully created an open 
access publishing program, knowing that the 
program’s success would not, and could not, 
be measured by the same means as for-profit 
or self-sustaining publishers.  Likewise, li-
brary publishing programs, like other library 
services, need to meet the current needs of 
campus, which requires frequent reassessment 
and flexibility.  The innovative approach of 
library publishing within a campus context, 
therefore, requires a complex answer to the 
question: “What does success look like for us?”
The Struggle with Metrics
Across UMN Libraries Publishing’s cata-
log, we publish journals on three different plat-
forms, Open Journal Systems, WordPress, and 
bepress Digital Commons, and monographs 
and textbooks on three different platforms, 
Manifold, Pressbooks, and DSpace.  Depend-
ing on each individual title, some journals pub-
lish downloadable PDFs, while others publish 
full-text HTML.  Similarly, depending on the 
title, monographs and textbooks are available 
for reading and downloading at the book level, 
or by chapter-by-chapter.  This diversity of 
content availability became increasingly prob-
lematic in creating internal annual reports used 
to illustrate the publishing service’s growth and 
activity to library administration. 
Even with using a standard like 
COUNTER,2 when available, 
is a challenge for measuring 
library publishing activity 
because it does not capture 
nuance across titles, includ-
ing frequency of publication, 
number of articles published 
annually, and size of poten-
tial audience.  Although a 
publisher would like to as-
sume that every person with 
internet access would be a 
potential reader of an open 
access journal article, realistically, depending 
on subject area and content of individual arti-
cles, each journal, and even each article, has a 
uniquely sized potential audience.  All of these 
caveats make presenting a straight-forward, us-
age statistics-centric story of success difficult. 
While UMN Libraries Publishing still tracks 
journal-level usage statistics, we are working 
toward telling our story of success through the 
success of each journal.  This approach requires 
that we, as publishers, are in close contact with 
each journal’s editorial board to identify and 
meet their objectives and successes. 
To Each Their Own
One of the first UMN Libraries publica-
tions, Open Rivers3 (ISSN 2471-190X, pub-
lished fall 2015), was proposed and developed 
as a WordPress publication, and therefore 
required additional conversations and planning 
around design and website development, espe-
cially compared to journals on more templated 
platforms like bepress Digital Commons.  Led 
by UMN Publishing Team members with 
library technology backgrounds, editors and 
librarians walked through a user design 
template that asked editors to consider 
different user segments, mentalities, 
and key site objectives.  While this 
template was being prepared primarily 
for technology needs, it became clear 
that walking editors through deeper 
questions related to the publication’s 
goals needed to be incorporated into 
the workflow for all publications. 
Publishing Team members adapted the 
user design template to include further 
questions that were relevant to the 
non-technology aspects of scholarly 
publications.  These added sections, listed in 
Table 1, were in large part success-oriented.
After three years of revisions, the former 
user design template is now referred to as “New 
Publication Goal Development Questionnaire” 
and includes the following sections, descrip-
tions, and instructions as listed in Table 1.  The 
questionnaire is answered by publication leads, 
typically editors or a steering committee, but 
frequently facilitated in-person by a member 
of the Publishing Team.
Table 1.  New Publication Goal Development Questionnaire.
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It became apparent after working with 
both brand new journals and journals with a 
longer publication history, that journals would 
need to have a different measure of success 
for the short term (one year), the midterm 
(three years) and the long term (beyond five 
years).  While it may seem redundant to have 
separate measures of success for years three 
and five, this breakdown is specifically linked 
to indexing and discoverability, which many 
journals identify as a measure of success. 
PubMed Central4 and Scopus5 require at 
least two years of regular publication to be 
included in the indexes;  however, it may 
take a journal an additional two years to get 
through index review.  For brand new titles, 
goals of year one are typically heavily tied 
to author and reviewer recruitment and basic 
editor on-boarding and journal management. 
It is important to acknowledge that these goals 
are not abandoned after years three and five, 
but should be embedded into the everyday 
work of the journal editors.
Given the separate measures of success for 
different years, we are moving toward regular 
check-in meetings with each editorial team 
in order to revisit the New Publication Goal 
Development Questionnaire.  These meetings, 
Endnotes
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especially with mature titles, often result in 
adding additional yearly goals to the journal. 
Adding additional goals gives rotating editori-
al team members a way to leave their “mark” 
on a journal and often seek to strengthen the 
journal’s competitiveness in its respective 
field.  As long as these goals can be tied to the 
journal’s original business objectives and can 
be described as a measure of success, there is 
no problem in expanding the answers to the 
Goal Development Questionnaire. 
The New Publication Goal Development 
Questionnaire is a great tool for publishers. 
Outside of the initial publication build, the 
questionnaire is used to help scope additional 
developments.  For example, if one of our 
publications has listed “inclusion in PubMed 
Central” as a measure of success for year five, 
we know that workflows for XML production 
must be in place prior to inclusion. 
Their Success, Our Story
UMN Libraries Publishing was launched 
in order to meet campus needs and serve cam-
pus — and part of our service-oriented program 
is to ensure that each publication is successful 
by a measure that fits its context.  We believe 
as an open access publisher, embedded within 
a public university, we are in a unique position 
to create a publishing environment that puts 
academy-led journal priorities first, rather than 
publisher revenue. 
work and commitment to continuing, together 
with his sister Barbara, the legacy of their 
father, Mario, founder in 1958 of Casalini 
Libri an internationally respected publisher 
in the field of the academic information chain. 
Such prestigious recognition of Michele’s 
expertise, professionalism, and foresight in his 
field reflects the outstanding work carried out 
by Casalini Libri and is an immense source 
of pride and satisfaction for the entire compa-
ny.  The full proceedings including Michele’s 
Lectio doctoralis, The centrality of libraries 
for progress and democracy, are published 
by Firenze University Press and are avail-
able in open access on Torrossa Open at the 
permalink https://oa.torrossa.com/resources/
an/4485970.  A collection of photos from the 
event is available at http://www.casalini.it/
docs/lmh_mc_photos.pdf.
More great news!  Leah Hinds’ daughter, 
Maddie, was selected and has finished a USDA 
AgDiscovery Interneship!  AgDiscovery is 
a summer outreach program designed to help 
teenagers explore careers in plant and animal 
science, wildlife management, agribusiness, 
and much more!  The program allows students 
to live on a college campus and learn about ag-
riculture from university professors, scientists, 
and administrative professionals who work 
for the U.S. Government in a variety of fields. 
They study the life cycles and habits of insects continued on page 49
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(entomologists);  research micro-organisms, 
such as bacteria and viruses (biotechnologists); 
examine cells and tissues under a microscope 
to identify diseases (plant pathologists);  work 
to conserve and manage wild animals and their 
habitats (wildlife biologists);  carry out animal 
health programs (veterinarians);  provide 
education on the humane care and treatment 
of animals (veterinarians and animal care 
inspectors);  and manage the business aspects 
of protecting plants and animals (agribusiness). 
There are several participating universities, but 
Maddie applied and was accepted to attend the 
session at NC State University June 17 - 28. 
How wonderful!  Hooray for Maddie! 
Was poking around the Internet ordering 
some books from AbeBooks when I discovered 
that there are a lot of podcasts on the Abe-
books website.  The one I noticed was of the 
Kennel Club Library and there is much more. 
Lots about food!  AbeBooks Podcast - Behind 
the Bookshelves:  https://www.abebooks.com/
podcast/index.shtml.
Plus, AbeBooks has introduced an innova-
tive podcast player that offers a daily round-up 
of book-related podcasts.  Shelfsound streams 
the best literary podcasts from around the world 




Do you follow Tom Gilson’s News & 
Announcements in the ATG NewsChannel? 
There is a new issue brief on library collec-
tions from Ithaka S+R’s Oya Rieger entitled 
“What’s a Collection Anyway?”  According 
to the introduction the essay characterizes “the 
evolving nature of collections and … highlights 
some of the factors behind these changes and 
their impact on the notion of collections.  It 
is a reflection on how collections are defined 
and what it means to build a collection or 
develop a collection policy given the current 





Hoo ha!  Cris Ferguson has been elected 
as NASIG treasurer…  And interesting that 
according to the NASIG newsletter, NASIG 
may move towards formalizing a rotation 
between four conference cities:  Pittsburgh, 
Spokane, Madison, and Atlanta. 
https://tigerprints.clemson.edu/cgi/viewcon-
tent.cgi?article=2005&context=nasig
Did you see — Against the Grain, all 
you need to know about Digital Textbooks 
from a range of commentators across the 
industry.  This special issue (ATG, v.31#3, 
June 2019) expertly guest edited by Dominic 
Broadhurst looks at perspectives from aca-
demic libraries directly providing textbooks 
to their students, a view from a publisher, the 
potential opportunities for open textbooks, 
the value offered from digital textbooks and 
of course never forgetting the all-important 
While we are still figuring out how to best 
share our story in a quantifiable way, we know 
what our story is: we succeed when our journals 
succeed.  Focusing on journal measures of 
success has implications across an entire pub-
lishing program — from proposal application 
to publication build — and helps shift the focus 
of publishing back on scholars.  
